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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]

TGRW: Today is June 30th, 2022; my name is Tameron Williams, from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Utah State University
President Noelle Cockett. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection project.
Joining us is Jennifer Duncan, the Interim Dean of Libraries.
Good afternoon, President Cockett.
NC:

Hello [laughs].

TGRW: Just getting right into it –
NC:

[Laughs]

TGRW: What was happening in your office, going back January, February, early March, leading up to the
first cases of Covid in Utah?
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NC:

Oh wow. I don’t actually recall; I could go to my agenda and look. But my guess is legislative
session; we also do the tuition and student fee increases.
And you know, at this moment in time, I always realize whether it was during Covid, or before
Covid, by whether or not it was in person. And so, I’m pretty sure that is the year, that we tried to
reduce student fees and move some of those things that were being paid [by student fees] onto
tuition. Because we met with the students on that [laughs].
Also, we got approved to do the Medhi Heravi Global Teaching and Learning Center building.
The reason that I can pinpoint that, is because once Covid hit (the following year), [the State]
pulled back the funding on all those projects. And any of the new things that we had been
awarded during that legislative session –
We were feeling really good: we had gotten a building, we had gotten public lands grants
program, you know, whatever. And so, it was a successful legislative session; and then in that
summer [we were hit] with the 2.5% budget cut – that, plus all of those new dollars were pulled
back.

[02:35]
TGRW: Then when did you first become aware of Covid becoming a significant problem you would have
to address here, at Utah State?
NC:

I remember it exactly. you’d have to look and see when the governor’s press conference occurred.
And was that Herbert?

JD:

It was still Herbert.

NC:

Yeah. So, we got a call on Tuesday, from Commissioner Woolstenhulme. And he said, “The
governor wants all of the higher ed institutions to go to remote.”
And I’m like, “What? We can’t do it.” That’s actually how I started off: “We can’t do it.” And the
calls kept coming. And then it was, “Well, it doesn’t matter whether you can or can’t: you’ve got
to.”
And then I said, “Well, we need two weeks.” And then another call came and said, “No, it needs
to be next week.”
And then you’d thought that as resistant as I was, that they wouldn’t have had me be at the press
conference; but they actually invited me and they had Dr. Good. He’s the University of Utah
Medical Director. And of course, he became quite important with a lot of the things that higher ed
did. So, I met him.
And I remember we were waiting – Ruth Watkins was their president of the University of Utah –
and we were waiting for the governor because he’s got this big press conference. And it was more
than just higher ed: it’s “what is Covid”? What are we going to do? All of that. And so, we had
some time with Dr. Good. And it was really important because my background is genetics, but
my [PhD project] was immune response in beef cattle. So, I took a lot of immunology classes.

[05:01]
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And so, I had some understanding. And I called John Morrey, who is in the Anti-Viral Institute
here. They actually work with SARS; they worked with a different kind of SARS. So, he knew
some about how it would [infect,] the immune response, and all of that.
So, I actually got a lot of the science background on that Wednesday; and then that Thursday
conference. “What are the symptoms? How is it going to be contagious? [How will it] spread?”
I don’t remember the specific questions, because as time goes on you learn a lot about Covid; but
I remember those two were really, really helpful for me about how we were going to need to
respond here, at USU.
Even at that moment in time, of course, the big question was, “When is the vaccine going to be
ready? Is there a vaccine we can use? Is there treatment?” Etcetera. [Unfortunately, that was a]
big “No.” [Laughs] [So then it was] “How do we protect ourselves?”
Now, if you go back [in time,] U.S. never did do masks; we did nothing. Maybe in the great
influenza in the 1900s, [but never as widespread as in] Asia. So, one of our alumni, Don Wang
(who is from Taiwan), called me early on and said, “Noelle, I’m going to order masks from
Taiwan, and I am going to send them.” And I think he sent 20,000 masks.
And he told me (it was in April of that first year), “Until the United States wears masks, they will
not get this under control.” Because the first SARS – that outbreak was in Taiwan. And he said,
“We’ve realized the [the impact] of a respiratory virus; you need to stop the flow of those viruses
by wearing masks.” That was in April.
[07:46]
So, we do the press conference, and we’re saying we’re going to “pivot” (that was the word we
always used), “We’re pivoting to remote.” We had to be pretty [cautious] because, you know,
everybody assumes that’s online. Because we did not have a wide Zoom capability [at that point
in time.]
My husband, actually, was the one [who] brought Zoom to USU. And he talked to me about it as
a conferencing tool. But we [were primarily using IVC through Utah Educational Network for
video conferencing then.]
JD:

Yeah.

TGRW: And WebEx.
JD:

And also, WebEx. Like I had a WebEx subscription at that time.

NC:

Yes. And so, my husband kept pushing to Robert Wagner (this was pre, you know, Zoom), “It’s
easy to set up; you don’t need special stuff.” But we were still IVC, and it was like big, top secret
there, you had to have special permission to use it.
So, at that moment, it was assumed that when we talked remote, it [would all be] online. And I
think as time went on, we got more comfortable with Zoom–then remote became that as well.
But when you look back at [the] original [plan], it was either broadcast, which meant over IVC:
this [very] complex university system, or online. None of us realized you could do classes by
Zoom, as foolish as that may sound in today’s world.
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So, the [news] conference happened, and I was committing that we would be ready to go, [to
pivot to all remote, by the next] Wednesday. So, on Thursday, I came back [to campus] and
called the administrative team, which were all [the] vice presidents and deans. I had been telling
them, “It looks like we’re going to have to go [in two weeks.] And then I had to say, “It’s not two
weeks; it’s Wednesday.”
[10:00]
So, [we cancelled] Monday, Tuesday [and Wednesday and would have all classes “remote”
starting Thursday.]
NC:

[Someone said to me,] “You better start pulling together a team that can work this out.”
Okay, so now I get in mode, and we had – oh, 15-20 people, I knew exactly who I wanted. It
wasn’t necessarily all the deans, it wasn’t necessarily all the vice presidents. And we were going
to meet in Champ Hall.

JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

We didn’t know anything about Covid. So, we all brought food –

[Laughter]
And if somebody had lit a match, Champ Hall would have burst out in flame: it smelled so strong
of hand sanitizer and alcohol.
JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

Because we were, you know, rubbing things down. No masks, no social distancing; we are 15
people around that table. I’m working on the first communication we’re sending out. I do my
edits, I take my edits over to the Provost Office to see if it jives with them. So, we’re moving
around the table, you know? And I think back to that, we knew that it was infectious, but we
didn’t know the tools.

JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

Like CDC – I didn’t even know what CDC was; I couldn’t remember how to say the initials. I’d
be, “What’s that thing – that CDD?”

JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

And then another funny story was, at one point somebody realizes they need to get Ellis Bruch –
have you met him?

[12:08]
TGRW: Yes.
NC:

I’m like, “Who is Ellis Bruch?” And they’re like, “Emergency Management.” And I’m like,
“What? Where did he come from?” And then somebody says, “He replaced Judy Crocket.”
“Oh, okay.”

COVID 2022: NOELLE E. COCKETT

4

But I didn’t even know who he was; so, he was like a voice on the speaker phone. And for about
two weeks, I never saw him – because we started not to have in-person meetings, and we still
don’t know how to use Zoom, right?
JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

So, he was always on the phone.

JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

Maybe don’t put this in the collection – but when I finally met him, I thought to myself, “You
know, he’s a lot shorter than I thought he was.”

[Laughter]
I’ve actually told him that; he laughed.
JD:

That’s so funny.

NC:

[So we need go convert to remote but] I’ve got the arts, and I’ve got the sciences saying, “We
cannot convert our classes to remote.” And to some extent, engineering [and other labs saying the
same thing.] And so, we sent the deans on, I think it was Thursday, that they had to say which
[classes] they could [move to remote] and which ones they couldn’t.
Well, we’re sitting in that room and it suddenly dawns on us the governor wanted everybody to
disperse, right?

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

Go home. And that actually changed [at a later point, around Thanksgiving when] – Trump’s
education person – oh, it was a webinar – and they wanted all the students to stay. Because what
they realized were students were still socializing, and that age group [was] the highest infected
right at the beginning. But they knew that the most vulnerable people for death were the aged.

[14:20]
Students would get infected and then they [would go] home, but they were infecting their parents
and their grandparents. So, now they decided – CDC says, “No, they have to stay at school.”
Well, we’re like, “Okay.” [But] that wasn’t the message at the beginning.
Well anyway, [we though we would] keep 20% [of the classes] still in-person: [but then] nobody
could leave, right? I mean, they might have had three classes remote; but that fourth lab, they still
had to [attend] –
So, on Sunday, we had to say the deans, “All classes have to go remote. None can stay [in
person].”
And I remember being on the phone with Maura Hagan in science, and I said, “Maura, they have
to be remote. I know that your faculty do not believe this is possible, but they have to.”
And so, arts actually had a working group, they [decided they] would put a tray under the seat of
the students on the reeds (you know, the reed instruments, like clarinets) – because they get a lot
of slobber in there –
COVID 2022: NOELLE E. COCKETT
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[Laughter]
The idea was they can clear –
JD:

Gross.

NC:

The slobber into the tray [laughing] – everybody was just like trying to deal with it.
And remember when we all thought that it would stay on the surfaces?

JD:

Yes.

NC:

And so, no packages or envelopes can be delivered for four days. So, it sounds like all we had to
do was say, “Everything goes remote,” and it all worked out.

[16:35]
At one point, we came up with this idea that there would be badges that certain people would
have to display to be on campus. We were going to [send] everybody off campus except animal
caretakers, the mail; I know Nancy Hanks refused to leave.
JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

people that just absolutely couldn’t [do their job remotely]. And so, it was envisioned, you had to
get approval to stay on campus. So, it was like this ultimate emergency deal. But, as time went on
–

JD:

That never materialized though, did it?

NC:

No, no.

JD:

I don’t remember that actually happening.

NC:

[We developed] level one, level two, level three – I mean, this sounds bizarre, but at one point,
somebody made me make the decision of what level we would put down all the laboratory
animals because we couldn’t have workers coming in.

[Laughter]
And it sounds kind of goofy now that we’re two years out of Covid, and we understand how it
works, and we have vaccines, and we know you need to wear masks if you’re really nervous. And
you know, you don’t have to [laughs] swab everything down with alcohol.
[I first realized COVID was a thing was at the Mountain West basketball tournament in early
March.] John, my husband, came later and he wanted to pick up some hand sanitizer. He said he
could not find any: it was all sold out.
JD:

Um-hmm.

[18:55]
NC:

So, we walked around Las Vegas (of all places to be in an outbreak of a viral pandemic). Like, I
remember people, on the escalators, and they’re just all flopped over; we’re like not touching
anything.
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[Laughter]
And when we’d hit a bar door, we would open it [by pushing out with our arms.]
JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

So, we knew something was happening. So, we had a full tournament – remember the shot by
Sam Merrill –

JD:

Yeah, yeah.

NC:

And we were four seconds to the final of the game. And we were behind by two, and he made the
three point basket – do you know what I’m talking about here?

TGRW: I do, yeah.
NC:

So, now we’re going to the NCAA tournament, right?

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

And we have an amazing team; we’ve got Bean, Brito, and Neemi, and Sam, and Craig Smith.
And then the PAC-12 tournament was in Las Vegas the next week. And first they stopped all fans
from coming; but then they cancelled it, just closed [the tournament] down right in the middle.
And that made me realize we weren’t having an NCAA tournament, and our team was not going
to be able to go.
So, the big disappointments. You just kept having these disappointments. Graduation, Year of the
Woman –

JD:

Yeah.

NC:

[Where] we identified three women that were going to be our honorary degree recipients. And we
were doing a Year of the Woman tour back in D.C. One, by one, by one, by one, by one they fell
to the wayside.

[20:54]
I think there was also this idea, “[COVID] will happen, but by the beginning of summer it will be
okay. And then by fall, we will be totally good.”
And [after a while, we realized], “No, it’s not going to be over by the end of the summer.” And
so, we just kept having to cancel things—
JD:

Yeah.

NC:

-- like Founder’s Day.

JD:

When you did the first pivot did you think, “Oh, this is a temporary pivot.”

NC:

Yes.

JD:

But did you think at that moment, “We’re not going to be able to finish school in person,” or?

NC:

I knew that once we went remote –
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JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

As we called it, it would be for the rest of the –

JD:

Okay.

NC:

The semester. That [message was very, very clear from the governor; and you know, [at the
beginning, COVID] was so nasty; how do you say, “Okay, now everybody come back.”
[We said,] “Everybody [must] go home, don’t come on campus.” [The library was a particularly
hot spot, with library staff saying.]

[Chuckling]
“People are going into the study rooms, and they’re not staying six feet apart,” and all of that.
[Because no one was going to be able to return, we provided] refunds on rooms and dining. And
then students asked, “What about my parking pass?”
“Yes, we’ll refund your prorated parking pass,”
[On the other hand,] the local landlords would not release students from their contracts. I don’t
know where you were living, but all these parents are calling, “Our child can’t get out of their
lease.” So, we tried, but we were absolutely unsuccessful in getting those landlords [to refund] –
[22:55]
Oh, and we canceled Summer Citizens. So, again – we got a lot of pressure from the community,
because that’s a huge deal on rooms, and visitors, and all of that. I remember having to say that.
Another one was [the Small Satellite Conference]– that’s like 3,000-4,000 people that [usually
come]; and we had to cancel that.
[But we didn’t cancel everything at one time. We’d say], “Okay; if it occurs before May 10th, it’s
going to be canceled.” And then we’d say, “Okay,” –
JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

“Now if it occurs before June 1st, we’re going to cancel.” Ellis was major in that monitoring: “Is it
getting better?” And then we teased Robert Wagner, because –

JD:

Robert Wagner?

NC:

Because Robert does the scheduling of classes, right?

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And so, he kept saying, “We have to know whether we’re going to be remote or face-to-face [for
the next semester].” But he needed to know that like six months in advance! [But none of us]
have –

JD:

[Laughing]

NC:

A crystal ball – I don’t know if we’re going to still be this way. So, he would say for fall, he
needed to know in April: are we going to be [remote or face-to-face]? I think we started later [that
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Fall Semester], and that was part of the reason, because we were trying to [go] back [to face-toface] if we could.
We watched trends, we all knew how to see what the incidents rates were, and New York Times
[was the] best –
JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

Daily, I would check: Bear River, Utah, New York Times. Ellis worked out a deal with Bear River
that [if they would let us know any case that was affiliated with USU (employee or student)]–we
were responsible–for case containment, which is to call the people up, make sure they understand,
etc. But what it started out to be was contact tracing; that’s what you were supposed to do. If you
have a positive case, you were supposed to find all the people they came in contact, and then you
were supposed to say, “And you’re now in quarantine.”

[25:34]
Remember when we had to learn the difference between self-isolation and quarantine?
JD:

Yes.

NC:

[Laughs] Self-isolation is –

JD:

I’m not sure I remember.

NC:

If you got sick.

JD:

Yes.

NC:

And quarantine is if you got exposed.

JD:

Yes.

NC:

So, we actually developed things that other schools never did. And Ellis Bruch told me one time,
because he had moved from Ogden Public Safety (or whatever), and he said, “If you ever
experience a pandemic, do it at a university,” (if you’re in public safety). Because he we were the
first non-med school in the state –

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

To get our testing. And we just closed that down – the last day is today. So, if you’re going to get
tested, run down there.

[Laughing]
Because it’s so much more available.
JD:

I think we’re too late [laughs].

NC:

Oh, alright; okay.

JD:

To get in today [laughing].

NC:

Yeah.
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We did that; we had the contact tracing system, the questionnaire – remember how you were
supposed to do the –
TGRW: Yep.
NC:

Questionnaire.
But these were [decisions and procedures we had to develop] day, after day, after day, after day.
And here’s the deal: when people ask me about it, I will say it was incredible invigorating.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

Because I was making decisions based on the input I had, from experts, from whatever – but I
needed to make a decision. It wasn’t like, “Yeah, let’s get back to that.” And they were big, big
decisions. You know, and so [I had] this trusted group [that helped me make the decisions]–

[27:24]
Also, I’ll send you some PowerPoints that we did. And you can see this evolution of how we
learned –
TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

Covid. Because at the very first – and we were dependent on – the Utah Response. , I met the
epidemiologist – what’s her name?

JD:

Angela Dunn?

NC:

Yep.

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

Yeah, she was at the press conference – she was good. And I also met Syd Dickson, who is public
ed – she is the superintendent of Utah public [education], and she was there. And so, the state
came out – remember? With the dial.

JD:

Yes.

NC:

Because we kept saying, “Flip the switch. When are we going to go back to [face-to-face]?” I
remember that; and they said, “Stop thinking ‘flip the switch,’ this is a dial, like a thermostat.”

TGRW: Um-hmm.
NC:

“We’re going to be in red, then yellow, then green.” Which helped a lot, because “flip the switch”
was just like suddenly we’ll be there [out of COVID].

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

And that’s what everybody wanted: flip the switch, so we’re back to normal.
Well, that’s a pretty big brain dump there; and we haven’t even got –

[Laughter]
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Through the summer. I mean it was exhilarating, because there was – I mean, we were making it
up. We had to make decisions, I just stopped doing anything but Covid. [Like Dining would] say
–
JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

“Okay, we’ve got to close down the dining; [but] how are you going to feed people?” Okay, they
came up [with] the packaged lunch, pack-and-go’s. Logan City – they called at one point and
said, “We don’t have enough beds to self-isolate people; will the university allow us to use space
there?” And they’re picturing the influenza outbreak, where you had those hospital beds all lined
up.
We talked about it, we actually did do some self-isolation/quarantine of some families. And we
said, “Here’s the deal: we’ll do it, but we are not responsible for those people. We’ll feed them,
we’ll get them their linen, all of that, we’ll dump their garbage; but we are not in charge of them.”

[29:45]
[Laughs] And then [slaps table], first family – they realize – are leaving: they’re going in and out
of the dorm.
JD:

Oh! They’re not isolating?

NC:

No. They went down to a quick store, and bought some groceries there; they went to a family
party. And then that’s when JB Swift –

JD:

Oh, yeah.

NC:

Had the outbreak.

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And I suspect that family may have been part of that. So you had then the super paranoid, and
you had the moderate paranoid, and you had the “absolutely this is a bunch of bunk,” right?

TGRW: Yeah.
JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And so, it was all in between.
Like we provided our Latino Extension Specialist, Celina Wille –

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

She actually went on radio to help with the JB Swift [outbreak], to provide, the information that
they needed.

TGRW: We actually talked to her two weeks ago.
NC:

Yeah.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

She’s really good.
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TGRW: We’ve had a lot of people say – I mean, you’ve been quoted (second-hand) as saying, “Building
the plane as we fly it?”
NC:

Oh, yeah.

TGRW: So, no – it was a whirlwind.
NC:

Yes, I said that. The other thing, as time went on and we started having to do things, “There is no
middle ground.” And what that meant was, when we decided: either people loved it, or people
hated it [laughs].

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

And it was about 50/50; masks –

JD:

Yep [laughs].

NC:

Fifty-percent of the people said, “That is the right thing to do,” and 50% of the people said,
“Absolutely, you cannot do that.”

TGRW: So, let’s step into the fall; so, that Fall Semester 2020 – the immediate kind of overview is
students are leaving early at Thanksgiving –
NC:

Um-hmm.

TGRW: And not coming back to campus. And then Spring Break is canceled the following semester, and
the entire semester is pushed back a week (just starting a week later).
[31:50]
So, through that semester, a lot of the talk was about “turning the dial back:” finding the new
normal, masking – I mean, my first class with Dr. Seth Archer – we did it out on the amphitheater
here, on the top –
NC:

Oh, right!

TGRW: All wearing masks –
NC:

Yes.

TGRW: All spaced out.
NC:

Yeah.

TGRW: Kind of shouting [chuckles] at each other.
So, what kind of stuff were you involved in – I mean, you talked about the Task Force a little bit;
how did that continue, you know, influencing decision making?
NC:

Oh, absolutely.

TGRW: Start there, in Fall 2020.
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NC:

It’s in one of the PowerPoints, [the] three stages, you know? Like, emergency (except they didn’t
call it). Then they [had] a stage called “stabilization,” where we’d sort of live with it; and then
there was “recovery.”

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

Whatever. So, I actually created the Stabilization Task Force, thinking it would last like three
months.

JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

I mean, it went on for 18 months, right? Because that’s the point, you know; we were all so sure
that it would end. And you know, we’re still [in it and we may]–always live with it, right?

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

That’s how I see it now. And so, during fall, I think the thing that was the biggest wake-up was
[laughs] when we had to put those dorms in quarantine, remember? Because we were doing waste
water – we had already started doing waste water –

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And there was this huge spike in one of the dorms. Now, at that point, we didn’t know how to
equate how many copies of RNA in the waste water, to how many people that might be. But as
time went on we actually learned that the first Covid variant: about 200 RNA particles, per
whatever they were measuring in waste water, meant one person. Okay, then when – what was
the middle [variant] that was so highly contagious?

[34:00]
JD:

Delta.

NC:

Yeah, delta. That one, you would end up with about 2,000 copies per one person. But these are
the types of things that we could do, because we had this amazing team.
Alright, so somebody’s flushed the toilet [laughs] who has Covid over in those dorms; we bussed
those people down to IHC to get [them tested and] we’ve got to keep them spaced: so, we’ve got
like 15 people on a bus driving down, IHC is ready. At [one] point [during testing], it was just
blazing hot – we took water down to them, and tents. And then the last day, it turned freezing
cold – we took down cocoa and blankets to these people, as they’re getting tested.
The second time we had an outbreak based on waste water, it was Living Learning Center. And
we had everybody test there; and [the State] had sent up an emergency [mobile testing] team, and
we just had to register [the students]. And then we said, “We have got to have our own testing.”
So, by September 23rd, we had our own testing.
I had never met Jordan in my life (Jordan Robertson). And he worked for my husband. And they
were doing PNC Point and Click at the health center, and for the Sorensen [Center]. And it’s a
health system. Well we realized that’s where we needed to get the testing [into PNC].
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So, then I (being me) – I did the data analysis of what was happening with infection rates. That
was fascinating because we realized that people that were exposed needed to wait three days
before they got [tested after exposure].
JD:

Yeah.

[34:04]
NC:

Because they’d go in the very day [they were exposed]: nothing; and then by about the third day,
they were starting to get sick, and they’re positive.
[So our goal is], we’re trying to keep the campus going.

TGRW: Um-hm.
NC:

That was the goal.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

Why did we send everybody home for Thanksgiving [and then switch to remote]? Because
everybody is going to go somewhere.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

They’re all going to get infected, and we’re two weeks before the end of the semester. And we
had to monitor, and if we got over 10% infection, we had to go remote.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

So, we were trying to keep that number down. So, I know that was horrible [to go remote two
weeks before] finals, that was a really hard time on the students.

TGRW: I recall that entire semester my faculty mentor, and the professors I was doing graduate seminars
with were constantly saying, “Well, we’ll see; we’ll see if we finish the semester in person. We’ll
see.”
NC:

Yeah.

TGRW: It was just constantly up in the air.
NC:

[Then we did the Binax testing for “return to campus” in Spring Semester. Every student was
supposed to be tested.]

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

I mean, it worked so amazing, and I was so proud of it. From the moment the person [came in to
be tested using the Binax test], to the point they left with their “I tested,” sticker was: five
minutes. I mean, we were like clockwork. But somebody [at the federal level] decided that the
18-26-year old’s were reservoirs for the virus [but] asymptomatic.

JD:

Asymptomatic.

[37:59]
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NC:

[Oh, yeah – they were asymptomatic. So, you know, here we’ve got all these students that are all
asymptomatic going down; But in the end of it], we only had 40 [positive from] over 6,000
students tested. And then Case Containment called them, and every one but two said, “Well, I did
think I was sick.”

JD:

[Laughs]

NC:

They said, “Well I had a sore throat,” or, “I had a headache.” We said, “Why didn’t you think it
was Covid?” Because they weren’t supposed to go there if they were sick – they were supposed
to go over to the East Stadium. And they said, “Well, I didn’t have a temperature.”

JD:

Yeah.

NC:

Remember when the first symptom [of COVID] was you would have a temperature, and we gave
the thermometer – by then we knew about masks and thermometers. But the symptoms have
changed with the variants – have you noticed that, too?

TGRW: Yeah.
JD:

Even now –

NC:

Yes.

JD:

The current –

NC:

It’s nausea –

JD:

Yeah.

NC:

Aches and pains.

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And very little of the coughing –

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

The deep cough – as the variant changes. Because the variant, now, is infecting up higher in the
respiratory system.

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

So, anyway. Alright, what was your question? Your question was?

TGRW: Academic year 2021-21 –
NC:

Yeah, we just kept trying: we wanted to be open; we heard [that] loud and clear [from]
instructors, staff.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

They’re like, “If you’re not going to be face-to-face, I’m not going to go [to school].” But yet,
hovering over us: if we have a big outbreak, we’ve got to go back to that horrible spring
experience, where in two days we all go remote. And so, all of our practices were to try to have
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somewhat face-to-face – or what did we call it? We called it in-person experience: in person
[laughs]. That’s what our goal was: let’s try to stay in person.
And we were good by spring. We had testing – and the vaccination started coming around.
[40:04]
JD:

Yeah.

NC:

Because that was –

JD:

For the students, too.

NC:

Yeah, yeah.

JD:

Yeah; um-hmm.

NC:

I will tell you a regret. I don’t think we should have done the mandatory vaccination for students
[when we said students] had to get vaccinated in order to register spring [2022].

TGRW: That was the following year.
JD:

That was last fall, right?

NC:

Yeah.

JD:

Fall 2021, I think.

NC:

I regret that.

JD:

Why is that?

NC:

Because there isn’t a single person that got vaccinated because of that mandate.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

All it did was [made] those who did not believe in vaccination [get] angry [laughs]. So, I realized
very quickly, and I had a great, great team – but there [were] a couple that were determined that
everyone must vaccinate. And I certainly have been vaccinated –

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

[That’s also when] I shifted from, “The university will keep you safe” – I remember this
conversation – “The university has done what [it needs] to do; [now] you need to take individual
responsibility for being safe.”

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

“You know what it takes: wear a mask, get vaccinated, stay home if you’ve been exposed. You
know what you have to do.” So, me mandating stuff – what does that do? And remember my
thing: there’s no middle ground, right?
So, I changed it from “mandatory vaccination,” to “vaccination declaration.” You’ll actually be
able to see [that change] in that correspondence. Because the state said, “You can’t mandate; you
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have to give [exceptions] for religious [reasons, for medical reasons and for personal reasons].
“Well then why are you doing it,” right?
[Chuckling]
[42:05]
You just say, “I don’t want to be vaccinated,” bingo!
The only thing it did, I think, is people who were going to get vaccinated, got vaccinated (maybe)
sooner. But we had [vaccination] clinics – man, you could just trip over [them]. All over campus.
TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

We made it so easy to get vaccinated. So, if you get the numbers, which I can send you, if you
don’t have them – it’s fascinating to see what happened [campus] by campus.
Overall, I think we were 85% vaccinated (the students), or said they would get vaccinated, okay?

TGRW: Yeah?
NC:

Now, you might not know, but Jennifer might – which campus had the highest?

JD:

Percentage of vaccination?

NC:

Yeah – you may already know this.

JD:

I would think –

NC:

Students.

JD:

I would think Logan.

NC:

It was Salt Lake.

TGRW: Yeah, I would think Salt Lake.
JD:

Oh, that does make sense.

NC:

Right.

JD:

Yeah.

NC:

Because Salt Lake had so many problems.

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

And you know, they were closing down; so, people [were willing to be vaccinated]. Logan was
the next; guess which one was the [lowest]?

TGRW: It’s got to be a rural campus.
JD:

I’d say maybe Vernal, that’s what I’d say.

NC:

It was.

JD:

[Laughs]
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NC:

They were 65%.

JD:

Wow.

NC:

Sixty-five.

TGRW: Yeah.
JD:

I’m surprised it’s that high.

NC:

And Blanding. Yeah. Blanding was super high [for vaccination rates] – I mean, what happened on
the Navajo Nation is the saddest story – did you get anybody on that?

TGRW: Kristian Olsen.
NC:

Kristian Olsen.

TGRW: Yep.
NC:

That was so incredibly sad. And they still –

JD:

Yes.

NC:

When you’re on the Navajo Nation, you [still] wear a mask.

TGRW: Yep.
NC:

Now, I’ve noticed they don’t leave them on [laughs]; but when you get there, you put them on.
So, that was something we were dealing with too.

JD:

I do think if you’re in a community where the impact is really high – we just traveled to Italy, and
Italy knows where the [outbreak] was –

NC:

Yeah.

[44:13]
JD:

People there are still wearing masks on the street.

NC:

Yeah. Now, remember – that was when all those elderly people –

JD:

Yes.

NC:

Passed.

JD:

Exactly; when you see your elders passing, I think it sticks with you.

NC:

Yeah, and on also the Navajo Nation; especially if you knew you might have brought it.

JD:

Yes, exactly.

TGRW: People who were first-hand – we’ve talked to some who said, “I was a little bit resistant, but I
was experiencing it first hand and I knew it wasn’t fraudulent – my family [were dying from
COVID].”
NC:

Thanksgiving is where families were getting it, and older family members, because they were
getting together. Prior to that, it was our students. Because I saw the numbers, right?
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And what was fascinating is you had an apartment, sometimes the entire apartment would be
[positive], and sometimes you’d only have one or two. Well, it depended on the social nature of
that apartment: if you all hung out together [you were all going to be positive]. But certain
apartments, they just come and go, right? They’re just roommates that pass in the night.
TGRW: So, speaking to that – so, jumping to the just immediate past academic year ’21-22.
NC:

Yeah.

TGRW: So, the legislature did meet earlier that last year –
NC:

Yeah.

TGRW: And said, “You can’t mandate social distancing, masks, etc., vaccines.” Meanwhile, you have
variants: delta, and then omicron – so, delta in early fall; omicron in late winter/early spring. Can
you walk through the response, under the new set of rules, while also still – I mean, you said we
had a handle on it?
NC:

Yeah; I mean, I was frustrated because I know why they did it, because that May (I think), they
passed [these change]-

JD:

Um-hmm.

[46:20]
NC:

Lifting of what you could do, in May; [because infections and deaths] had dropped.

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

But then here came omicron, and it was going back up. And so, we were frustrated, but we
switched from mask mandate to “please,” and “protect others.” And Amanda can really speak to
that, how we had to move to “We do this because we care about each other. We care about each
other.” And then later is when I said, “It’s not the university’s responsibility to keep you safe; it’s
your individual [responsibility].” But that was when vaccinations and all of that became more
[available] –
So, yes – that was the summer we said, “Do it for others.” And you, as a student, no doubt heard,
“Do it so your class can stay [in person].”

TGRW: Yep.
NC:

Right? That’s what we were doing there. And it worked; it worked. I mean, we’re not, you know,
the lowest ever –
[In Fall 2020], there like 50 institutions that have the highest reports of Covid in the nation [USU
was one of them], I was furious. I’m like, “Well, everybody else has [cases and infections], but
they are not having their students report,” [that is] why we were high. That’s the only reason.

JD:

And the testing was so easy here.

NC:

Yeah, yeah.

TGRW: Um-hmm.
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JD:

Testing was probably –

NC:

I mean, that’s how we knew who was positive. And see, like in (say, just to pick on a place) U
Tech, in Washington County – Washington County never told the university who was positive.
Ellis [made that arrangement with] Bear River – he did that very, very quickly: there was a
communication. Well they loved it. Because we said, “if you will tell us who is positive, we’ll
take over the contact tracing/case containment.”

[48:32]
TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

And they were stunned, because we had such a great team, and such a great system. They’re like,
“Great!” And at one point, [Bear River] asked us if we would do it for public, too.

[Laughter]
TGRW: Alright, so I mean, as things are winding down, and you’ve had a chance to kind of look back –
you know, how were those days, you know, we’ve talked to a lot of people saying, “I was
working 80 hours a week, up until 10 pm at night, up at six am the next day,” just constantly
working. How was the stress during this whole pandemic? How did you –
NC:

I still use the word exhilarating.

TGRW: Still?
NC:

I remember like 10:30 at night Jordan and John, because John (my husband) was his supervisor,
and I would be on Zoom, talking about what was happening, and what kind of reports we needed,
and what the reports were doing.
And I will tell you that my research background was probably the best – what would you say?
Not experience, but the best preparation for this. It was both on being able to read charts, and
watch trendlines, and understand what the virus was doing, and what variants – I didn’t have to
say, “What’s a variant,” you know?

JD:

Um-hmm.

NC:

But the other was getting the evidence that you had, and drawing a conclusion – do you see what
I mean?

TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

You had an hypothesis, you did the lit review, you’d analyze the data you had, and draw the
conclusion. And so, that was how I did a lot of it.

[Knocking sound]
[Stop and restart recording]
[50:47]
TGRW: Now that you’ve had some time to reflect, especially, what has the pandemic meant to you,
personally and professionally?
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[Laughter]
I actually am extremely proud of Utah State, and others noticed it. I actually had somebody that
was in Utah Health Department that said, “We were always so impressed with Utah State,
because they had already done what we wanted the next step to be.” I mean, nobody will know
that, right? But we were always leading the pack; but again, there was no pack. And it actually
was kind of irritating, because [people] kept referring to the U, because of their medical school.
Well, good for them.
[Laughter]
Right?
TGRW: Yeah.
NC:

I am so very, very proud of Utah State.
I think it was two years (I’ll just say two years) – two years of nothing but Covid. And so, it took
me a while – I mean, I had to force myself: it’s like emails, right? You check your emails or your
texts all the time – I had to stop looking at the trends, because I did it multiple times a day. And
so, pulling out of Covid, it was [every] night and day, and all thoughts.
And so, I’ve actually told people we’re doing a strategic plan now, and I’m actually super, super
excited about it. Because I had these things called the “Ten Presidential Priorities” when I became
president. And they were things that I (as someone who has been here forever) thought we could
or should do. Well, we’ve just about done all of them. And so, we talked [about what we should
do] post-Covid. And I didn’t really like that, right? Because there is no post-Covid.

TGRW: Yeah.
[52:51]
NC:

But what it is, is life after these two years. And I mean, look at what we’ve learned: Zoom, oh my
gosh! Everybody does Zoom; that we don’t necessarily have to be here from eight to five and
then cut it off. “You’re on mute” – I think that should be the saying of the year, right? “You’re on
mute.”

TGRW: Um-hmm.
NC:

I mean, [like words and terminology] that we’ll never, ever forget.
So, it was just something that we all lived through, that we will always share. And it sounds weird
– I mean, I know of people who passed because of Covid, none of my close family did; although I
kind of wonder if my brother didn’t. But you know, and I’ve had Covid, and all of that. So, it was
a life, it was our life in that moment. We all can remember.
But you know, [with] 9/11 – we all remember when we saw it; [but with COVID] I couldn’t tell
you exactly when I knew, I [just] became aware of it. I remember the China thing, right? I’m like,
“What’s going on there?” But there are outbreaks, right? There was Ebola, and there’s this and
that. So, it didn’t really strike home.
So, what did you ask? Personally and?
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TGRW: Professional?
NC:

Professional? Well, I’m right there with Ellis – if you’re going to do a pandemic, do it at a
university, because it is amazing.
And one of the coolest things is that I met people who I never [would have know]– Ellis; Brandon
Hansen, you know, he’s in Events Services – he did the trailers, and all of that, you know.

JD:

Um-hmm.

[54:51]
NC:

Amanda – I mean, we just met so many people who did so much. And I’m just so proud of Utah
State. And we always did beyond. Now, there was a little bit about keeping it going, you know,
keeping the university going. But we would ask ourselves, you know, “What’s the right thing to
do?” We kept Covid leave going long after the [federal government stopped funding it].
Have you ever seen the coin? Did you get a copy of the coin?

TGRW: I don’t think so, no.
NC:

Oh, I’m going to give you one then, because that should go in [the] archives. Did you get one?
No?

JD:

I don’t think so, I don’t know?

NC:

Well, we gave out about 300 of them. Let me see if I can just give you one right now. [Voice
trails off; door opens and she’s speaking to someone outside the room.]

JD:

This one: Utah State University Aggie Strong; and I remember that from –

NC:

Oh, Aggie Strong.

JD:

You know, from the Aggie Strong and the Aggie’s Care. Oh, it’s on this side too; let’s see –

NC:

Yeah.

JD:

Oh, gosh; you know, I bet this is going to be embarrassing – you’re going to have to read it,
because my eyes are bad [laughs].

NC:

Mine never have been able to read it.

TGRW: “Thank you for your efforts during the Covid-19 pandemic, President Cockett.”
NC:

Yeah.

JD:

Nice, that’s really –

NC:

So, we gave that to people.

JD:

Nice, yeah.

TGRW: Alright; well, President Cockett, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon, discussing
your experiences during the Covid pandemic here, at Utah State. I will let you get to your next
meeting.
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[Laughter]
NC:

Alright.

[End recording – 56:15]
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